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ANIMACY DISTINCTIONS IN AKAN GRAMMAR*
Emmanuel Kweku Osam
University of Oregon
Animacy distinctions has never been considered to be one of the out-
standing features of the grammar of Akan. However, based on the form
and distribution of nominal prefixes in the language and the nature of
the pronominal system, it is concluded that the notion of animacy dis-
tinction is relevant to the grammar of Akan.
0. Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to show that the grammar of Akan is sensitive to
animacy distinctions, and to some limited extent, we could even talk about the
presence of animacy hierarchy in the language. Animacy distinctions in Akan ap-
pear mainly in nominal affixes and the forms and behavior of pronouns.
1. Nominal affixes
One of the areas in which the distinction between animate and inanimate
nouns is shown is in the nominal affixes in the language. The fact that Akan has a
nominal prefix system has long been recognized (see for example Christaller 1875,
Balmer and Grant 1929, Akrofi 1935, Welmers 1971, 1973, Essilfie 1977,
Dolphyne 1988, Dolphyne and Dakubu 1988, Osam 1993 and 1994). In Osam
1993 and 1994, in agreement with Welmers 1971 and 1973, the argument is
made that the current noun prefixes are the historical remains of the old noun class
system that must have existed in Proto-Akan. The prefixal system as it exists cur-
rently in the language is illustrated in (1).
(1) Class 1
Class 2
Class 3
Class 4
o-nua
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Class 5
Class 6
n-dua
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b. e-boo
e-dan
e-woo
e-tuo
'stone'
'building'
'honey'
'gun'
1.2 Loss of nominal prefixes
In Osam 1993 and 1994, the observation is made that one of the reasons for
considering the noun class system in Akan as a decayed one is the loss of nominal
prefixes. This loss may affect the singular only, or in some instances affects both
the singular and the plural. In (4), the loss has affected only the singular nouns,
but in (5) there is complete loss of the nominal prefixes in the singular as well as
the plural.
(4)
(5)
SINGULAR
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(6) SINGULAR
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(10) a.
N-dua
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(13) a. Dua no be-yera
tree the FUT-be lost
The tree will be lost,
b. e -be-yera
it-FUT-be lost
it will be lost
It is clear that these prefixes derive from the old noun class system (Osam 1993). y^
^
The animate subject prefix is a reanalysis of the old noun Class 1 marker whereas
the inanimate subject prefix derives from the old noun Class 4 prefix. In the Twi
dialects, the distinction in animacy as reflected in the 3SG subject prefixes is
strictly maintained. In Fante, however, this distinction is neutralized since the
same pronominal form is used irrespective of the animacy status of the antecedent
noun. The Fante equivalent of (12b) and (13b) would be (14). Note that Fante uses
the lexical form yew 'be lost' in place of the Twi verb yera 'be lost'. So the verbs
yew and yera 'be lost' are dialect variants.
(14) -be -yew
s/he/it-FUT-be lost
s/he/it will be lost
2.2 Lack of number distinctions
A further evidence of the grammatical differentiation between animate and
inanimate nouns is that whereas anaphoric animate pronouns distinguish between
singular and plural, inanimate pronouns do not make such distinctions. This dis-
tinction applies more in the case of Asante and Akuapem and related dialects than
in Fante, even though as I will show below, in the speech of some Fante speakers
this distinction is available. In (15a), the subject is a plural animate noun and in
(15b) it is replaced by the anaphoric pronominal prefix, wo 'they'. In (16a), the
subject is an inanimate plural noun but the pronominal prefix replacement in
(16b) is the same form used for singular as illustrated earlier in (13b).
(15) a. Mbofra no be-yera
children the FUT-be lost
The children will be lost.
b. Wo -be -yera
3PLU-FUT-be lost
They will be lost.
(16) a. Ndua no be-yera
trees the FUT-be lost
The trees will be lost,
b. e -be -yera
3PLU-FUT-be lost
They will be lost.
The relationship between the notion of animacy and subject prefixes can be sum-
marized as in (17).
ii
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(17)
Animate
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1976, Lord 1982, Saah 1988, 1992) is that if the antecedent of the 3SG object
pronoun is an inanimate noun, the pronoun is not overtly coded. Boadi 1976
refers to this as the "Pronoun-3-Object Deletion Rule". Examples (20) and (21) il-
lustrate this phenomenon. In (20a) the direct object is an inanimate NP, whereas in
(21a) it is an animate NP. If the inanimate NP of (20a) is replaced by a pronoun,
even though the sentence is grammatical, semantically, it implies that the an-
tecedent of the object pronoun is an animate entity, not an inanimate one. The only t
way (20b) can be formed to mean that the direct object is an inanimate entity is to
have a zero pronoun in object position, as shown in (20c). Similarly, in
(21c)where the object pronoun is covertly coded, the implication is that the direct
object is an inanimate entity. In order to have the meaning that the direct object as
an animate entity, the object pronoun has to be overtly coded as in (21b).
(20) a.
b.
Kofi bo -ton dua no
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mentioned above, since inanimate nouns do not make number distinctions in the
pronoun, this same pronoun, no, is used for singular and plural antecedent inani-
mate nouns. The covert coding of the object pronoun when its antecedent is inan-
imate is built into the language to avoid the danger of hearers confusing an inani-
mate noun with an animate noun. It is a way of telling the difference between ani-
mate and inanimate nouns. In another sense the fact that animate nouns get re-
I
placed by pronouns but inanimate nouns are replaced by zero demonstrates that in
a hierarchical ordering, animate nouns occupy a higher level than inanimate ones.
It is for this reason that we can talk of animacy hierarchy in Akan.
Having discussed this process and the motivation for it, it is necessary to
point out that there are two conditions under which this process is compromised.
As it will be shown below, these exceptions can be functionally accounted for.
One of the exceptions is that when the direct object in the sentence is followed by
an adverbial element indicating time or location, the rule does not apply. In other
words, for a third person pronoun whose antecedent is inanimate to be covert, as
Boadi 1976 puts it, the inanimate direct object has to "occur utterance finally".
This process is illustrated in (22). As shown in (22c), the presence of the adver-
bial okyena 'tomorrow' requires that the object pronoun be overtly coded. That
the overtness of the pronoun is conditioned by the presence of the adverbial ele-
ment is supported by the fact that when the adverbial item is fronted in a focus
construction as in (22d) so that the direct object is in utterance final position, the
pronoun is not overt as expected. I should mention that when uttered without a
context, the animacy status of the antecedent noun of the object pronoun in (22b)
is not clear; it could refer to an animate or inanimate noun. Similarly in (22e), the
sentence is ungrammatical if the utterance final pronoun has an inanimate noun as
its antecedent.
(22) a. Kofi bo-ton dua no okyena
Kofi FUT-sell tree the tomorrow
Kofi will sell the tree tomorrow.
b. Kofi bo -ton no okyena
Kofi FUT-sell 3SG tomorrow
Kofi will sell it tomorrow.
c. *Kofi bo-ton okyena
Kofi FUT-sell 3SG tomorrow
Kofi will sell (it).
d. okyena na Kofi bo-ton
,
tomorrow FOC Kofi FUT-sell 3SG
It is tomorrow that Kofi will sell (it).
e. *okyena na Kofi bo-ton no
tomorrow FOC Kofi FUT-sell 3SG
It is tomorrow that Kofi will sell (it).
We can offer a functional explanation as to why the presence of an adverbial ele-
ment requires the inanimate object pronoun to be overtly coded. This explanation
has to do, specifically, with the pragmatic notion of topicality. It has been estab-
lished that, at the clausal level, the NP that codes the subject relation is more topi-
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cal than any other entity in the clause; this is followed by the NP that codes the di-
rect object relation (Givon 1984). In the Givonian functional framework, the
subject is the "primary clausal topic" while the direct object is the "secondary
clausal topic". Topicality hierarchy involving grammatical relations can be repre-
sented as follows:
Subject > Direct Object > Adverbial.
In Akan, the immediate postverbal position is one of the crucial defining charac-
teristics of direct object. This means that an NP which bears the direct object rela-
tion necessarily has to occur immediately following the verb.
The reason the presence of an adverbial element in the post object position as
in (22a) triggers the presence of the inanimate object pronoun is that since the di-
rect object is more topical than an adverbial item, and since the immediate
postverbal position defines direct objecthood in Akan, if the pronoun is not
overtly present it would create the impression that the adverbial element is more
topical than the direct object NP. It is as if the inanimate object pronoun finds its
topicality status threatened and so it has to make a physical appearance in order to
assert its status. With this explanation it is understandable why when there is no
adverbial in sentence final position the pronoun is covert. Under that condition,
there is no threat to its topical status.
The second condition which dictates the overt coding of the inanimate object
pronoun is that there are a class of verbs which when used in the clause requires
the presence of the pronoun. Example (23) illustrates this. In (23c) the absence of
the inanimate object pronoun changes the meaning of the sentence. It should be
noted that (23b) is ambiguous. If it is uttered in isolation from a context, the refer-
ent of the pronoun no could be either animate or inanimate.
(23) a. Kofi be-hyew edziban no
Kofi FUT-burn food the
Kofi will burn the food.
b. Kofi be-hyew no
Kofi FUT-burn 3SG
Kofi will burn it.
c. Kofi be-hyew
Kofi FUT-burn 3SG
*Kofi will burn (it).
d. Kofi be-hyew
Kofi FUT-burn
Kofi will get burnt.
Other verbs in this class are: see 'destroy', bu 'break', hyew 'burn', kyea 'bend',
tsen 'straighten', tsew 'tear', moa 'crumple', yew 'lose', koa 'bend', monkyem
'crumple', butuw 'overturn', bo 'break'. One feature of these verbs is that they be-
long to the class of middle verbs, that is those verbs which normally take Theme
direct object in transitive clauses, but also permit Theme subject in intransitive
constructions. Why these verbs condition the overt coding of the inanimate object
pronoun is not very clear to me at this stage. However, a possible reason may be
('
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because they allow Theme subject in intransitive constructions. In such construc-
tions, the subject entity is the one which undergoes the event indicated by the
verb. Now, if the clause is supposed to have an object entity but this entity is not
overtly coded, the only interpretation we can assign to such a clause is that it is
the subject, the Theme, which undergoes the change in state. So in (23c), without
the overt pronoun, the sentence cannot be interpreted as 'Kofi will burn it'. With
no pronoun following the verb hyew 'burn', we have to interpret it as being used
intransitively (23d). There is a pragmatic constraint on this analysis and it is that
the analysis is legitimate only where the verb is capable of taking animate Theme
subjects. For example, the verb bo 'break' cannot be given the same analysis be-
cause by its semantics animate entities cannot be its Theme. Another possible rea-
son is that these are change of state verbs which have drastic effect on the state of
the entities which undergo the change of state. Since the change is drastic a way
has to be found out to show the entity that has been so affected. In terms of notion
of transitivity, the extent of the affectedness of the Theme NPs of these verbs make
clauses that involve these verbs very high in transitivity. This is because the ex-
tent of the affectedness of a Theme entity is one of the indicators of high transitiv-
ity (Hopper and Thompson 1980).
3. Conclusion
In this paper I have shown that the conceptual distinction between animate
and inanimate nouns in Akan has reflections in the grammar of the language. As
mentioned at the beginning of the paper, Akan is not one of the languages noted
for having an animacy hierarchy. Nevertheless, there is an extent to which we can
say that the animacy distinctions instantiated in the language form a basis for such
a hierarchy. This comes out in the pronominal coding of animate and inanimate
entities. I have shown that whereas animate entities have coding forms which re-
flect differences in number, the same is not true of the coding forms of inanimate
nouns. Furthermore, the system of plural suffixation in addition to the regular
prefixation, sets human animate nouns apart from nonhuman animate and inani-
mate entities. The strongest manifestation of an animacy hierarchy is in the behav-
ior of the inanimate object pronoun. Based on the evidence, we can say that in
Akan, the following hierarchy exists:
Human > Animate Nonhuman > Inanimate.
This hierarchy, as has been shown above, is manifested in various aspects of the
grammar.
NOTES
* An earlier version of this paper under the title Animacy distinctions in
Akan was presented at the 25th Annual Conference on African Linguistics,
Rutgers University, March 25-27, 1994. 1 appreciate comments made on earlier
drafts of this paper by Colette Craig, Florence Dolphyne, and Kofi Saah.
' Even though the nouns which occur with the prefix o-/o- are predomi-
nantly animate entities, there are some inanimate entities that take this prefix.
Examples include obotan 'rock', Oman 'country, nation', odan 'house', o tan
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'hatred'. There are other cases like own 'death', ohia 'poverty', Osaman 'ghost'
which are biologically not animate but are considered as such based on cultural
beliefs.
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